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I I see a bright future for
audio storytelling — I just
hope those of us doing it
can also push the envelope
of how vivid the mental
pictures we create can be

Dirk Maggs
KEVIN HILTON makes a nice hot cup of tea and gives the
science-fiction radio producer an alien probing
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T

he Hitch-Hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy
defines Dirk Maggs as “an Earthman of
the 20th and 21st centuries who
produces tales of space, time,
cyberspace and superheroes in the
spectacularly old fashioned medium of radio,
often with the added dimensions of surround
sound”. Maggs worked as a producer at
broadcasting monolith the BBC, producing light
entertainment favourites including topical
comedy show The News Huddlines as well as
more fantastical outings, such as Superman On
Trial in 1988.
Adventures in multi-dimensional sound
followed: Superman — Doomsday and Beyond,
Batman: Knightfall and The Amazing SpiderMan. These gave our fearless explorer the
impetus to check where his towel was and take
off into the far-flung reaches of the galaxy as a
freelance producer and writer in 1995. Positing
that radio and sound-only productions were the
next best thing to film, “much better than TV”,
he set out to push the boundaries, creating
what he called “Audio Movies”.
Productions of Peter Pan, Agatha Christie and
recreations of The Goon Show and the Marx
Brothers’ radio shows fill out his entry in the
Encyclopaedia Galactica. But the outer reaches
of the imagination have lent themselves well to
Maggs’ concept of audio cinema: Neil Gaiman’s
Neverwhere and the same author’s collaboration
with Terry Pratchett, Good Omens, have drawn
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on the potential of listeners creating their own
pictures based on sound only. He has also delved
into the worlds of Alien and The X-Files for audio
book specialist Audible.
The Hitch-Hiker’s Guide itself has become as
associated with the name of Dirk Maggs just as

Zaphod Beeblebrox’s is with that of the
Pan-Galactic Gargle Blaster. In the mid-90s he
was involved in plans to make a third series
based on the science fiction comedy
phenomenon created by the late, great Douglas
Adams, who conceived the original two
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productions to sound like a rock album rather
than a radio comedy.
Maggs later produced three series based on
Adams’ books, bringing the adventures and
wanderings of Arthur Dent, Ford Prefect, Trillian
and Zaphod as up to date as is possible in an
infinite universe. But now there is a new

Hitch-Hiker’s series to celebrate the 40th
anniversary of the first broadcast. This month
BBC Radio 4 starts the Hexagonal Phase, based
loosely on And Another Thing… by Eoin Colfer,
with additional material from Adams’ archive,
which Maggs has written, directed and coproduced.

The Tertiary, Quandary and Quintessential
Phases of The Hitch-Hiker’s Guide to the
Galaxy took the story to the end of Douglas
Adams’ trilogy in five parts. Were you
expecting to revisit those worlds again?
I thought it was all up at the end of the
Quintessential Phase in 2004. The reason for
doing the live version of Episode 2 from Series 1
was to mark the 30th anniversary of the first
series in 2008. A year later it was announced
there would be a new book by Eoin Colfer,
which led to me being asked to do a live show
again. That time it was with a proper script for
an hour and a half performance.
I met Eoin and he played the Dish of the Day
(in the first series). I did think at the time we
could offer And Another Thing… as a sixth
series, although it had already been done for
Radio 4’s A Book at Bedtime.
The tours of the stage show were approved
by Douglas’ widow, Jane Belson, and went well
but when we had to stop the second one I
thought that was it.
But never say never, because we were asked
if we would do Eoin’s book.

Maggs’ Guide to the Hexagonal Guide

Sound effects
There’s a lot going on in terms of effects
sequences and foley but there are a few I’m
particularly happy with. In Episode 2 Arthur
Dent has a wash and brush up in a
virtual shower, with violent,
disturbing sounds to convey the
laser scrubbing
process. After that
the computer
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cleans his teeth, again in a less than gentle
way, ending up with a ‘ting’ like in the old
Colgate toothpaste ads. Ford Prefect uses
the Guide in a couple of dramatic situations
(with the logging-on sound logo from the
original series) and there is the arrival of the
starship Heart of Gold in Episode 1. This
occurs in the middle of the Earth being
destroyed by death rays and includes a
whole range of sounds, such as an orchestra
tuning up and — deep in the mix — the
opening chord of A Hard Day’s Night.
Easter eggs and references
The Goon Show was hugely influential on
radio comedy. It broke many conventions
and used sound effects to create pictures in
the listener’s mind. So the footsteps used for
Spike Milligan [co-founder of The Goons and
main writer of the show] are hidden in this
series. I also used the ‘in-flight’ effects from

the Superman series I did. Douglas Adams
heard that and approached me to produce
more series of Hitch-Hiker’s.
The signature tune
According to the producer of the very first
episode, Simon Brett, Douglas Adams was
clear from the start he wanted a theme for
the series that was electronic but had a
banjo in it, to give the ‘on the road’ feel. The
Eagles track Journey of the Sorcerer, written
by Bernie Leadon, fitted the bill perfectly. A
new version is used for the Hexagonal Phase,
recorded by ‘The Hitch-Hiker Band’,
featuring Dirk Maggs on drums, Paul Deeley
and Phil Horne, founders of The
Soundhouse, on banjo and guitar
respectively, Philip Pope (who also appears
in the series and wrote the score) on
keyboards and a friend of Maggs, Peter
Histon, on bass.
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The three radio series you wrote and directed
were based on the books and Douglas
Adams’ writing style. You’ve said And
Another Thing… is Eoin Colfer’s book, not
Douglas’, so how did you try to make it fit in
with what had been done before on radio?
To make it feel more canonical and like the old
series, I got access to Douglas’ written archive at
the library of St John’s College, Cambridge. I
sent [production researcher] Kevin Jon Davies to
sift through the papers and he found stuff
Douglas hadn’t used in the books that we
thought we could blend with Eoin’s material. My
job was to make it feel as though it was the same
author between the last and the new Phase.

All the mixing and editing is done in Pro Tools. I
It works for me because Studio 1 was designed
have a love/hate relationship with technology.
on BBC lines as a drama studio. There is room
There are times when I could cheerfully
to work and it’s possible to do fast turnaround
strangle it.
productions in the style of old-time radio
programmes. Everything can be done at the
During the 1990s you became known as the
same time, including foley.
man who did radio in surround sound. We’ve
The studio at Audible in the UK is great but
moved on from the matrixed Dolby Stereo of
it’s more angled at single voice recordings.
that time to 5.1, which you used for streamed
Recently I was in there with six mics and 12
downloads of the previous three Hitch-Hiker
actors, so it was a bit busy and oxygen became
series, and now there’s Atmos and other
a bit of a luxury.
immersive technologies. Is it something
Once the recording has been done I take it
you’re still looking to do?
home and edit and mix on my own system by
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Has the production process changed much in
the 12 years since the last series?
I looked back at the mixes for the Quintessential
Phase because I wanted Sue [Susan Sheridan,
who played Trillian and died in 2015] to be a
presence alongside the Trillian played by
Sandra Dickinson [on the TV series]. While
doing that I saw how few tracks I used
compared to this production. The earlier series
used 24 tracks at most. Hexagonal has crept up
towards 80 tracks in some instances.
There were more tracks and more effects,
including personal foley, such as Zaphod
jingling when he walks. The technology has
changed a lot too. Machines with faster
processing means I now use mostly real-time
plug-ins and can get a quicker overall sense of
the result. In the old days I found myself
rendering individual audio clips offline to save
processing power. I can also cut back on
compensatory processing in the mastering
stage of the mix where ‘pre-cooked’ clips need
additional controlling.
Is there any difference between the series in
terms of miking?
On the previous three series we used mostly
Neumann U69 dual-capsule stereo mics to
work in a more traditional radio drama style,
with immediate sound effects added alongside
the actors. I only use screens to create acoustic
environments — I never seal actors off from
each other if I can avoid it because I like them to
have eye contact and work as an ensemble.
For the Hexagonal Phase we had time
constraints in the studio and short actor
availability — Mark Wing-Davey, who plays
Zaphod, was available for only two days — so I
used my alternative technique of a semicircle of
Sennheiser 416 mono shotgun mics for each
actor. These allow an open working
environment where actors can still be relatively
isolated in sound terms but can see each other
and work together. The sound is also dryer and
cleaner than a stereo capsule. The downside is
that any moves, foley effects for example, have
to be added in post-production.
Where do you record and edit your
productions?
Hitch-Hiker’s was recorded at The Soundhouse
in west London, which I’ve used for a long time.
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Hexagonal Phase was mixed in stereo but
surround is definitely going to start happening
for audio-only. I leave tracks that could be sent
to surrounds in the mixes. I’ve been talking with
Audible about how we could achieve surround/
immersive sound without too much extra cost.
There is the possibility of binaural, but
surround in general should be there if it serves
the story. I used some facets of binaural on the
first Alien recording I did [River of Pain]. We had
a sequence when the leading man was on the
bridge of the spaceship as it re-entered the
atmosphere. To increase the tension I added
binaural sequences of the alien walking around.

That’s where the technology pays off, helping
you tell the story better and getting the
audience involved.
You’re now involved with another longrunning franchise, The X-Files. How did you
approach taking something that started on
TV and then in film and is very visually
atmospheric?
It was directed by William Dufris, who played
Spider-Man/Peter Parker in my Spider-Man
series. He brought me aboard to help get
everything through the post stage. In my head I
had a certain idea about the way it could sound.

I used a semicircle
of Sennheiser 416
mono shotgun
mics for each
actor
There was a need for it to sound as if the
characters were on location, running around
and so on. One thing I can do is produce a big
sound — it’s what people expect to hear from
something with my name on it.
When I was promoting the audio book at the
San Diego Comic-Con International with
[X-Files actor] David Duchovny, he said to me
that actors can’t be lazy in audio, because there
is nowhere to hide. In TV you can do long shots
and other things for atmosphere or transitions
but in radio that would just be silence. David
also said it was ridiculous that in audio everyone
gets paid less than TV for something that is
harder to do.
What do you think future will be for radio and
audio-only productions in the age of Ultra HD
and virtual reality video?
Twenty-five years ago I thought there might be
a chance that people on the London
Underground or on Intercity trains would try
listening to audio drama, or ‘audio movies’, on
their Walkmans rather than just music. Then
came a long period when it was very hard to
get any projects bought by the BBC that might
have encouraged a wider audience to listen in
that way, and I began to lose heart. It looked as
though we’d missed the boat but the advent of
smartphones and podcasting has turned all
that around. The internet has brought a
complete reversal of fortune, and the projects
people are talking to me about now are very
exciting indeed. I see a bright future for audio
storytelling — I just hope those of us doing it
can also push the envelope of how vivid the
mental pictures we create can be.
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